This review concluded that women who had ever used oral contraceptives had a lower risk of colorectal cancer than those who have never used oral contraceptives. Given potential for bias in included studies, lack of a quality assessment and the relatively small number of women on which the primary analyses were based, the reliability of the conclusions is uncertain.
Most studies used interview as the main source of information; self-report and medical records were also used. Most studies were conducted in North America and Western Europe. No patient characteristics, details of oral contraceptive regimens used or information on the stage of colorectal cancer identified were provided. Confounding factors adjusted for in each study were reported. All studies adjusted for age; other factors considered varied across studies.
Articles were selected independently by two reviewers. Disagreements between authors were resolved by consensus.
Assessment of study quality
There was no assessment of study quality.
Data extraction
Two reviewers independently extracted risk ratios (RRs) from cohort studies and odds ratios (OR) from case-control studies, with 95% confidence intervals (CI), for colorectal cancer, colon cancer and rectal cancer. Data for participants who had either ever used or never used oral contraceptives were extracted where such information was available.
Methods of synthesis
Pooled risk ratios (for cohort studies) and pooled odds ratios (for case-control studies) and 95% CIs were calculated. Statistical heterogeneity was assessed using a Χ 2 test (p<0.10) and if identified a random-effects rather than fixed-effect model was used. Risk ratios were used when both study types were combined. Studies were classified on duration of use (<five years and ≥five years) and recency (<10 years and ≥10 years since last use), and pooled estimates were calculated for these. Sensitivity analysis was performed to assess the effect of studies that provided poorer estimates or did not control for many covariates on overall results. Publication bias was assessed using funnel plots and the Egger's test.
